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Public Facilities, Services and Safety Element 
Purpose 

To provide the public facilities and services needed to serve the existing population and new 
growth.  

Introduction 

The Public Facilities, Services and Safety 
(Public Facilities) Element addresses facilities 
and services that are publicly managed, and 
have a direct influence on the location of land 
uses.  These include Fire-Rescue, Police, 
Wastewater, Storm Water, Water 
Infrastructure, Waste Management, Libraries, 
Schools, Information Infrastructure, Disaster 
Preparedness, and Seismic Safety.  The 
policies within the Public Facilities Element 
also apply to transportation improvements and 
park and recreation facilities and services with 
additional guidance from the Mobility 
Element and the Recreation Element.  The 
Conservation Element addresses the 
management, preservation, and utilization of natural resources.  The Public Facilities and 
Conservation Element together provide policy on both facility infrastructure and management of 
vital resources such as water and energy. 
 
Although publicly or privately managed by organizations other than the City of San Diego 
(City), regulated Public Utilities, Regional Facilities, and Healthcare Facilities are also included, 
as they too affect land uses and public health and safety.  The Public Facilities Element also 
provides policies for public facilities financing, prioritization, developer, and City funding 
responsibilities. 
 
The 1979 Progress Guide and General Plan (1979 General Plan) established a growth 
management program to address the rapid growth on the periphery of the City, and the 
declining growth in the central areas of the City.  The plan sought to redirect growth into the 
central business district and established neighborhoods and phase growth and development in 
outlying areas in accordance with the availability of public facilities and services.  

Under the 1979 General Plan, the City was divided into three “tiers” of growth: “urbanized,” 
“planned urbanizing,” and “future urbanizing.”  The “future urbanizing” areas were largely vacant 
and ultimately required voter approval to shift to “planned urbanizing” in order to develop.  The 
“planned urbanizing” areas consisted of newly planned and developing communities.  The 
“urbanized” areas were the established and developed neighborhoods and the Downtown core.

City Heights/Weingart Branch Library and Performance Annex



Public Facilities, Services and Safety Element 
 
 

 
 

 

PF-4 City of San Diego General Plan • March 2008 
   

The planned urbanizing areas required development to “pay its own way,” in terms of public 
facilities and services, through the use of Facilities Benefit Assessments (FBA), or other financing 
mechanisms such as Mello-Roos Districts.  Since their establishment in 1980, FBAs have been 
effective in assuring adequate and timely development of public facilities, such as police, fire, 
parks, recreation, library, and transportation.  To a limited extent, FBA revenues have also funded 
water and sewer facilities, although adopted user rate fees have served as the secured revenue 
source for these capital improvements and operations.  Funds collected through FBAs, however, 
represent a one-time fee for capital expenditures.  Once a facility was constructed, the City had 
to turn to other funding sources for maintenance and operation, primarily the General Fund.  In 
the urbanized communities, it was assumed that General Fund public capital improvement 
expenditures would be provided in those areas.  However, state constitutional and legislative 
actions adopted since the late 1970s significantly impacted local government financing of 
operations and capital needs.  Passage of Proposition 13 in 1978 reduced property tax revenues 
and required all “special taxes” be approved by two-thirds of local voters.  Subsequent passage of 
Propositions 62 in 1986 and 218 in 1996 further limited local governments’ ability to generate 
new revenue sources by requiring additional voter approvals for new taxes and special 
assessments.  Remaining General Fund revenues were allocated to many competing needs.  As a 
consequence, urbanized communities were left without a stable, dedicated funding source, and 
capital improvements did not keep pace with development. 

In response to limits on the General Fund and following a period of rapid growth in the 1980s 
and passage of the Mitigation Fee Act (California Government Code §66000-66025), the City 
Council adopted a Development Impact Fee (DIF) resolution in 1987.  The fee resolution 
allowed for the establishment of DIFs in urbanized communities to collect a proportional fair-
share of capital improvements needed to offset the impact of the development.  Unlike the FBA 
in the planned urbanizing areas, DIFs were not intended to fully fund all capital improvements 
for existing and future development; fee revenues were contingent upon costs of identified needs, 
and rate and type of development.  Furthermore, costs of new facilities were shared by new 
growth and the existing resident base.  In the years since their adoption, impact fees have 
contributed to a number of capital improvements.  However, as private urban infill development 
continued, and a funding source to cover the portion of facilities attributed to existing residents 
was not identified, the public facilities deficit in urbanized communities continued to grow. 

As discussed in the Land Use Element, Section J, as of 2006, the communities formerly known as 
planned urbanizing were largely completed according to the adopted community plans.  The 
City has grown into a jurisdiction with primarily two tiers:  Proposition A Lands (formerly the 
Future Urbanizing Areas) and the Urbanized Lands (formerly the Planned Urbanizing Areas and 
the Urbanized Areas).  As a result, these communities are either already using a combination of 
FBA and DIF funds to address their public facilities needs or will begin to do so.   

Managing growth in the City through the assurance of adequate and timely public facilities to 
serve the current and future population continues to be a great challenge.  The 2002 Strategic 
Framework Element identified the facilities deficit in urbanized communities, and reaffirmed the 
need to address existing and future public facility and service needs.  Strategic Framework 
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Element direction has been further developed in the Public Facilities Element through inclusion 
of a financing strategy, prioritization guidelines, and policies for new growth to pay its fair-share.  
Other sections of the Public Facilities Element provide updated guidelines and policies for 
specific facilities and services to guide land use development and guard public safety. 

A. Public Facilities Financing  

Goal 

♦ Implementation of financing strategies to 
address existing and future public facility needs 
citywide. 

Discussion 

Disinvestment in capital improvements needed for urbanized communities, as discussed in the 
introduction of this element, must be reversed to successfully plan for the future.  Investments in 
capital improvements are to be increased through: maintaining or enhancing existing funding 
sources; maximizing joint use efficiencies; strategically prioritizing capital investments (see also P 
F, Services and Safety Element Prioritization, Section B); and allocating additional revenues for 
infrastructure.  A partial list of potential funding sources is included in each Public Facilities 
Financing Plan (PFFP) and must be utilized as appropriate and available giving consideration to 
flexibility in appropriations, voter requirements, and other conditions.  The intent of the 
following policies is to identify a menu of options from which a number of possible financing 
strategies can be implemented.  Additionally, policies are included to ensure that the City 
maximizes the potential benefit of DIF and Facilities Benefit Assessments (FBA) to improve 
communities and secure private developer funding for a proportional share of public facility 
costs.  Figure PF-1, Planning Areas by Financing Type, illustrates where DIFs and FBAs are 
applied throughout the City.  Other policies call for the evaluation of the annual Capital 
Improvements Program (CIP) to help ensure consistency and effectiveness in the implementation 
of all planning documents. 

Mission Valley Branch Library 

In 2002, the City Council adopted and approved the City 
of San Diego Facilities Financing Study. The report was 
prepared for the Strategic Framework Citizen Committee, 
Finance Subcommittee.  
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Recognizing the increasing number and costs of public facility needs, the City retained a 
consultant in 2001 to prepare a facilities financing study.  The report identified the alternatives 
available for financing public facilities independent of impact fees in urbanized areas, in order to 
bring them up to current standards prior to absorbing additional population growth.  These 
alternatives are general taxes, special taxes, special assessments, fees and exactions, leasing, and 
other methods, as follows:  
 

• General taxes refer to any tax imposed for general government purposes.   

• Special taxes consist of any tax imposed for specific purposes, including a tax imposed for 
special purposes, which is placed into a General Fund.  Special taxes include community 
facilities districts (CFD/Mello-Roos).   

• Special assessments fund a specific benefit that exceeds what is typically provided.  An 
example of a special assessment in San Diego is a Maintenance Assessment District 
(MAD).   

• Fees and exactions are one-time charges or dedications collected by local government as 
a condition of a map approval or building permit.  The purpose of the fee or exaction 
must relate to the development being charged.  Fees can be categorized into four major 
classes: (1) development impact fees, which are levied on new development to cover the 
cost of infrastructure or facilities needed by that development; (2) permit and application 
fees which cover the cost of processing permits and development plans; (3) regulatory 
fees; and (4) "property related fees and charges," as defined by Proposition 218.  

• Leasing is a financing alternative to outright purchasing property.  Common lease 
financing arrangements include lease-purchase agreements, sale-leaseback agreements, 
certificates of participation, and lease revenue bonds. 

• Other methods can include general obligation bonds, which are still a common financing 
mechanism, but they are difficult to issue because of the two-thirds voter approval 
requirement.  Nevertheless, these bonds are used to acquire and construct public capital 
facilities and real property.  A jurisdiction can levy an ad valorem property tax at the rate 
necessary to repay the principal and interest of the bonds.  Other alternatives are public 
enterprise revenue bonds issued to finance facilities for revenue-producing public 
enterprises, such as sewer systems that can pay for themselves through service charges.  
The use of tax increment financing by redevelopment agencies is another method 
regularly used by jurisdictions to issue tax allocation bonds for major improvements in 
project areas. 

 
In spite of fiscal constraints, the City’s role in implementing the financing strategy described 
herein is crucial to the planning and provision of public facility and service needs.  California law 
limits development’s required contributions for public facilities to a proportional fair-share based 
on a clear nexus.  Therefore, the City must be held responsible for its fair-share of public facility 
and infrastructure costs to address current needs.  The ultimate implementation of the City of 
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Villages strategy is contingent upon the City’s ability to provide and maintain its facilities in a 
timely fashion. 
 
Policies 
 
PF-A.1. Reduce existing deficiencies by investing in needed public facilities and infrastructure to 

serve existing and future development. 

PF-A.2. Address current and future public facility needs by pursuing, adopting, implementing, 
and maintaining a diverse funding and management strategy. 

a. Ensure effective management and optimal allocation of all financial resources for 
both capital and operational needs. 

b. Maximize operational and capital efficiencies. 

c. Continue to develop, evaluate, and apply innovative public infrastructure and 
facility financing mechanisms and strategies.  Employ a public infrastructure 
financing strategy that includes a variety of financing mechanisms such as:  

• Supporting state and local government fiscal reform efforts which provide an 
equitable redistribution of property tax proceeds or other revenues to the City 
from the state; 

• Assuming an active leadership role in planning and implementing infrastructure 
investments on a collaborative regional basis and apportion, as applicable and 
appropriate, eligible infrastructure expenses to support regionally beneficial 
capital improvements projects; 

• Coordinating with all appropriate authorities and agencies for a more efficient 
use of shared resources, and increased joint use of facilities and services; 

• Adopting new, or increase existing, CIP funding sources for needed public 
facilities and infrastructure; 

• Working in partnership with stakeholders to design a bond measure to address 
the City’s unfunded needs for capital improvements projects to support 
development;  

• Adopting facilities, infrastructure, improvements and/or maintenance districts, 
and other special assessments for locally prioritized facilities and/or services; 

• Pursuing Regional Comprehensive Plan and Smart Growth Incentive Program 
funding for transportation projects that have been prioritized consistent with 
Section B, Public Facilities and Services Prioritization, of this element;  
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• Continuing to use and seek a broad range of funding sources to finance public 
facilities and infrastructure;  

• Evaluating City real estate assets for opportunities to address public facility 
needs; 

• Partnering with other agencies and organizations to leverage public financing 
and resources with private funds and assets; 

• Utilizing development, reimbursement, and other agreements to provide timely 
public facilities to area of benefit;   

• Maximizing the extraordinary and other benefits of development-related 
agreements to address needs in areas of benefit; 

• Coordinating with redevelopment agencies to effectively utilize tax increment 
and other agency financing to leverage additional funds, initiate public and 
private investment, and address needs; and 

• Maximizing the procurement of grants, endowments, and private donations for 
public facility and services needs. 

PF-A.3. Maintain an effective facilities financing program to ensure the impact of new 
development is mitigated through appropriate fees identified in PFFPs. 

a. Ensure new development pays its proportional fair-share of public facilities costs 
through applicable DIFs pursuant to the California Government Code. 

b. Ensure DIFs and FBAs are updated frequently and evaluated periodically to ensure 
financing plans are representative of current project costs and facility needs. 

c. Evaluate and update financing plans when community plans are updated. 

d. Include in financing plans a variety of facilities to effectively and efficiently meet the 
needs of diverse communities. 

1. Identify in financing plans those public facility needs that are eligible for DIF 
funding, including but not limited to: police, fire-rescue, library, parks and 
recreation, and transportation facilities. 

2. Identify in financing plans other public facilities recognized locally as serving the 
needs of the community, being accessible to and benefiting the public, but not 
eligible for DIF funding. 

3. Promote the joint use of facilities, services, and programs, including schools, 
parks, recreational centers and facilities, libraries, child care facilities, and others. 

e. Identify community-level priorities in community plans and PFFPs, in consultation 
with community planning groups. 
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1. Incorporate community specific criteria in community plans to define and 
describe the desired character and location of needed facilities. 

2. Use PFFP to provide a baseline of existing needs and public prioritization 
preferences, overall and by category. 

3. Apply public facility and service guidelines which consider varied community 
constraints and needs, while providing an equivalent level of service and 
maintaining consistency with sustainable development policies (see also 
Conservation Element, Section A). 

4. Evaluate and arrange prioritized community needs within a community facilities 
element of a community plan and within a PFFP, giving consideration to 
management, operation, and maintenance requirements.  

5. Allow for annual community review and update of identified priority lists in 
PFFPs. 

f. Pursue the formation of larger areas of benefit that include multiple communities for 
the purpose of calculating fees and identifying and addressing public facility needs 
on a comprehensive basis. 

PF-A.4. Integrate all planning and development policies and strategies into the annual 
development of the CIP to ensure projects are programmed in a cost efficient manner. 

a. Review all capital projects for consistency with adopted planning documents, 
including the General Plan, community plans, PFFP, and others. 

b. Evaluate the fiscal impact and timing of needed capital improvements to minimize 
the burden on operations and maintenance budgets. 

c. Conduct annual conformance and audit reports of the CIP. 

B. Public Facilities and Services Prioritization 

Goals 

♦ Public facilities and services that are equitably and effectively provided through application 
of prioritization guidelines. 

♦ Maximum efficiency in the annual allocation of capital resources for the Capital 
Improvements Program (CIP). 

♦ Public facilities expenditures that are linked to implementation of the General Plan. 
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Discussion 

Prioritization guidelines for public facilities and 
services are needed to efficiently and effectively 
allocate available resources.  Policies within this 
section call for a formally structured approach to 
evaluate potential capital improvements projects by 
identifying appropriate criteria for each facility type.  
The simplified model displayed on Figure PF-2, CIP 
Prioritization, generally illustrates the process 
described by the policies below.  The system will be 
designed to weigh a project’s contribution to the 
protection of health and safety.  Consideration will 
also be given to areas with existing or planned village 
characteristics and existing facilities deficits.  Funds 
should also be targeted to foster village attributes 
citywide, through implementation of projects that 
support greater transit use, walkability, housing 
opportunities and inviting public spaces.  Attention to 
community-level priorities will also be given during 
this process.  

Upon complete assessment of criteria and ranking, projects will then be proposed for inclusion in 
the annual CIP which is ultimately adopted by the City Council as a part of the budget process.  
To maximize the optimal allocation of resources and implementation of the General Plan, 
citywide coordination and evaluation of proposed projects and available funding will be a critical 
step in finalizing the annual CIP.  The City’s annual budget documents contain additional 
information about the annual capital budget and CIP.  The following policies apply to all public 
facilities and services discussed in the General Plan. 
 
Policies 

Capital Programming and Financing  

PF-B.1. Guide the annual programming of capital projects to optimize the appropriation of 
resources and to implement the General Plan. 

a. Ensure the annual CIP is coordinated and developed in a timely manner to allow for 
required consistency and prioritization reviews. 

PF-B.2. Coordinate the allocation of public resources for priorities across the City organization, 
to maximize operational and capital investment efficiencies. 

 

 

Capital improvements under construction 
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Facility Type Prioritization 

PF-B.3. Create an organization-wide method for identifying and ranking capital improvement 
projects for proposed inclusion in the annual CIP and to guide the City’s applications 
for regional, state, federal, or other funds. 

a. Establish an objective rating system which includes criteria that are appropriate for 
each facility type (bridges, roadways, traffic signals, pedestrian, drainage, water, 
sewer, parks, libraries, fire, police, etc.).  Examples of potential criteria include, as 
applicable, but not limited to: funding, percent of project complete, health and 
safety, capacity and level of service, planning consistency, legal mandates, and cost-
benefit relationship. 

b. Establish an objective rating system which 
includes criteria that addresses equity, 
efficiency, and conformance with land use 
plans.  Evaluate and assign values to projects 
based on the following:   

• Conformance with community plans and 
public facilities financing plans (PFFPs).  
Additionally consider community 
priorities, when preferences are 
expressed in the community plan, PFFP, 
or by a vote of the recognized 
community planning group. 

• Project is within an existing or potential 
village area in a community that 
currently does not meet General Plan-
identified public facilities guidelines or 
acceptable levels of service, for the type 
of facility or service being considered.  

• Project is located outside of an existing 
or potential village location within a 
community that is not meeting public 
facilities guidelines or acceptable levels 
of service as identified in the General 
Plan for the type of facility or service 
being considered. 

• Project can address multiple communities. 

• Project is located within a community where there are opportunities to leverage 
other resources and partnerships with other public, private, and not-for-profit 
entities. 

 
 
 
 

For demonstrative purposes, Figure  
PF-2, CIP Prioritization, includes seven 
sample criteria which could be used for a 
given facility type to evaluate the merits of a 
project and to determine a prioritization 
ranking. Funding factors may include the 
availability of financing. Percent of Project 
Complete could affect a ranking based on the 
amount of funds invested in a capital 
improvement and how close to completion a 
project may be. A common factor among 
facility types will be to consider a project’s 
effects on the public’s Health and Safety. 
Capacity and Level of Service may influence 
ranking based on the impact a project may 
have on maintaining service levels or based 
on current capacity levels of the particular 
facility type. Planning Consistency will be 
an important factor for all facility types to 
ensure all strategic planning goals are 
implemented and community-level priorities 
are factored in. Legal Mandates are often 
non-discretionary factors which may result 
in a high priority ranking. Cost-Benefit 
Relationship criteria may consider a 
projected revenue stream, anticipated 
operations costs, economic impacts, net fiscal 
impact, and other possible outcomes resulting 
from a project. 
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The simplified model in Figure PF-2, CIP Prioritization, generally illustrates the process described in Section 
B, Public Facilities and Services Prioritization. Criteria categories are to be tailored to each facility type for 
the purpose of prioritizing projects. Citywide coordination will entail a careful evaluation of all identified 
priorities as a foundation for developing the annual Capital Improvements Program adopted by the City 
Council. 

The simplified model in Figure PF-2, CIP Prioritization, generally illustrates the process described in Section 
B, Public Facilities and Services Prioritization. Criteria categories are to be tailored to each facility type for 
the purpose of prioritizing projects. Citywide coordination will entail a careful evaluation of all identified 
priorities as a foundation for developing the annual Capital Improvements Program adopted by the City 
Council. 

The simplified model in Figure PF-2, CIP Prioritization, generally illustrates the process described in Section B, 
Public Facilities and Services Prioritization. Criteria categories are to be tailored to each facility type for the purpose 
of prioritizing projects. Citywide coordination will entail a careful evaluation of all identified priorities as a 
foundation for developing the annual Capital Improvements Program adopted by the City Council. 

Figure PF-2 
CIP Prioritization 
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C. Evaluation of Growth, Facilities, and Services 

Goals 

♦ Adequate public facilities available at the time of need.  

♦  Public facilities exactions that mitigate the facilities impacts that are attributable to new 
development. 

♦ Improvement of quality of life in communities through the evaluation of private development 
and the determination of appropriate exactions. 

Discussion 

The majority of new growth in the City needs to have a more compact urban form and increase 
joint use efficiencies in order to achieve progress in remedying existing public facilities shortfalls 
and provide high quality public facilities and services in the future.  In 2002, the City estimated a 
$2.5 billion shortfall in funding for the provision of all identified capital improvements necessary 
to serve existing and future development anticipated by 2020.  Adequate resources for capital and 
operational needs need to be secured, operational efficiencies need to be maximized, and 
facilities and services must be better tailored to meet the needs of diverse communities with 
respect to demographics.  To meet current and future facilities needs, growth must be directed 
into development patterns that can be served efficiently.  Limited, and often restricted existing 
funds must be targeted to support desired growth patterns (see also Land Use Element, Section 
A) and new or expanded funding sources must be considered alongside enhanced efficiencies and 
effective management of resources.  Additionally, attention must be directed to the maintenance 
and operational requirements of all public facilities.  
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The comprehensive evaluation of development proposals will be critical to ensure any impacts to 
public facilities and services are identified and addressed.  While the City endeavors to respond 
to existing and future needs with development impact fees (DIF) and other capital funding 
sources, private development will also be responsible for ensuring existing needs are not 
compounded by a proposed project.  It is the intent of the City to ensure that future 
development does not adversely affect any community and create procedures which can be 
applied at the community plan update level which will coordinate planning of new development 
with a strategy for providing adequate infrastructure for all development in the community.  
Projects will be subject to DIFs or facilities benefits assessments (FBA) to contribute their 
proportional fair-share of existing and future facilities, and under certain circumstances are 
required to provide a physical improvement as a condition of project approval.  The City is 
committed to utilizing its police powers and legislative authority to implement the City of 
Villages strategy and improve all communities.  As the City continues to mature and more 
communities become urbanized, the provision and timing of assured public facilities will 
continue to be crucial for effective planning implementation.   
 
Policies 
 
PF-C.1. Require development proposals to fully address impacts to public facilities and services. 

a. Identify the demand for public facilities and services resulting from discretionary 
projects. 

b. Identify specific improvements and financing which would be provided by the 
project, including but not limited to sewer, water, storm drain, solid waste, fire, 
police, libraries, parks, open space, and transportation projects. 

c. Subject projects, as a condition of approval, to exactions that are reasonably related 
and in rough proportionality to the impacts resulting from the proposed 
development. 

d. Provide public facilities and services to assure that current levels of service are 
maintained or improved by new development within a reasonable time period. 

PF-C.2. Require a fiscal impact analysis to identify operations and maintenance costs with a 
community plan amendment proposal of potential fiscal significance. 

PF-C.3.  Satisfy a portion of the requirements of PF-C.1 through physical improvements, when a 
nexus exists, that will benefit the affected community planning area when projects  
necessitate a community plan amendment due to increased densities. 

PF-C.4.  Reserve the right and flexibility to use the City’s police powers and fiscal powers to 
impose timing and sequencing controls on new development to regulate the impacts 
and demands on existing or new facilities and services.  
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PF-C.5. Develop a centralized citywide monitoring system, accessible to the public, to 
document and report on the following: 

• New Development - development proposals, fiscal impacts, operations and 
maintenance requirements, required plan amendments, exactions, service level and 
capacity impacts; 

• Capital Improvements Program (CIP) - funding sources, project and funding 
schedules, project amendments, project costs, project locations, project status; and 

• Existing Conditions - facility inventory, service and capacity levels, repair and 
replacement schedules, facility records (size, age, location, useful life, value, etc.). 

PF-C.6. Maintain public facilities financing plans (PFFP) to guide the provision of public 
facilities. 

a. Identify in financing plans all facilities costs and needs required to serve existing and 
future development. 

b. Evaluate and amend or update financing plans at developer expense for consistency 
if needed, when community plans are amended to increase density or intensity 
according to the following guidelines: 

• Evaluate community public facility and service existing conditions, including 
characteristics such as size, condition, age, performance, and other relevant 
factors; 

• Consider the age of the existing financing plan; 

• Assess available resources to perform a financing plan update; and 

• Examine community development pressure and relationship to General Plan 
prioritization policies. 

PF-C.7.  Conduct periodic review of the fiscal impacts of private development throughout the 
City.  This information will assist in land use and capital planning decisions by 
providing data regarding the amount, intensity, location, and timing of new 
development. 
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D. Fire-Rescue 

Goal 

♦ Protection of life, property, and environment by delivering the highest level of emergency 
and fire-rescue services, hazard prevention, and safety education. 

Discussion 

Historically, the primary mission of the fire 
service was limited to fire protection.  Over 
the past two decades the fire service’s mission 
has expanded both locally and nationally. In 
1997 the San Diego Medical Services 
Enterprise limited liability corporation was 
formed, through a partnership between the 
City and Rural/Metro Corporation, to deliver 
paramedic services citywide.  This program 
utilizes paramedics on the first responder 

apparatus as well as the ambulance units.  In 
addition to the wide variety of traditional 
fire suppression services such as structural, 
airport, marine, and vegetation firefighting, today’s services include Emergency Medical Services 
(EMS), water rescue, hazardous material response, confined space rescue, cliff rescue, high angle 
rescue, mass casualty incidents, and response to terrorism and weapons of mass destruction.  
Figure PF-3, Fire and Lifeguard Facilities, illustrates the location of fire stations and permanent 
lifeguard towers.  The fire service is also responsible for hazard prevention and public safety 
education.  

Due to climate, topography, and native vegetation, the City is subject to both wildland and 
urban fires. In 2003 and 2007, the City experienced wildland fires that resulted in the loss of 
structures and significant burned acreage.  

The extended droughts characteristic of the region’s Mediterranean climate and increasingly 
severe dry periods associated with global warming results in large areas of dry, native vegetation 
that provides fuel for wildland fires. The most critical times of year for wildland fires are late 
summer and fall when Santa Ana winds bring hot, dry desert air into the region. The air 
temperature quickly dries vegetation, thereby increasing the amount of natural fuel. The Santa 
Ana conditions create wind-driven fires such as 2003 and 2007 wildfires, which require a huge 
number of assets, more than the City has available. 

Development pressures increase the threat of wildland fire on human populations and property as 
development is located adjacent to areas of natural vegetation. The City contains over 900 linear 

Fire-Rescue Station #15 serving Ocean Beach and surrounding areas 
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miles of wildland/urban interface due to established development along the open space areas and 
canyons. In 2005, the brush management regulations were updated to require 100 foot defensible 
space between structures and native wildlands (see also Conservation Element, policy CE-B.6 on 
the management of the urban/wildland interface and Urban Design Element, policy UD-A.3.p on 
the design of structures adjacent to open space). 

The San Diego-Fire Rescue Department is responsible for the preparation, maintenance, and 
execution of Fire Preparedness and Management Plans and participates in multi-jurisdictional 
disaster preparedness efforts (see also PF Section P). In the event of a large wildfire within or 
threatening City limits, they could be assisted by the California Department of Forestry, Federal 
Fire Department, or other local fire department jurisdictions.  

The City is challenged with meeting current and future public facilities needs, as well as covering 
operations and maintenance costs for each new or expanded facility.  Generally, operations and 
maintenance issues are addressed as part of the initial phase in developing specific Capital 
Improvement Projects and within the annual operating budget development once the facility is 
under construction. The Public Facilities Financing Strategy is being developed to address the 
funding of operations and maintenance and identify major revenue options.  In addition, during 
community plan updates, fiscal impact analyses will be prepared which compare annual revenues 
against costs. 

The few remaining newly developing areas of the City often present challenges associated with 
proper site location, funding of fire stations, and timing of development. In redeveloping 
communities, funding and site locations for new or expanded facilities also require great effort 
and coordination.  Typically a two to two and one-half mile distance between fire stations is 
sufficient to achieve response time objectives.  The natural environment throughout the City 
presents considerable demands on fire-rescue services under various conditions and can also 
affect response times.  For additional support, City forces rely on numerous Automatic Aid 
agreements with jurisdictions adjoining the City.  These agreements assure that the closest 
engine company responds to a given incident regardless of which jurisdiction they represent. 
Mutual Aid agreements with county, state, and federal government agencies further allow the 
City, and any other participating agency, to request additional resources depending on the 
complexity and needs of a given incident. 
 
Suburban residential development patterns and anticipated future infill development throughout 
the City will place an increasing demand on the capabilities of fire-rescue resources to deliver an 
acceptable level of emergency service.  Service delivery depends on the availability of adequate 
equipment, sufficient numbers of qualified personnel, effective alarm/monitoring systems, and 
proper siting of fire stations and lifeguard towers.  As fire-rescue facilities built in the 1950s and 
equipment continue to age, new investments must be made to support growth patterns and 
maintain levels of service to ensure public safety. 
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In order to meet National Fire Protection 
Association 1710 standards for emergency 
response times and to assure adequate 
emergency response coverage, the Fire-Rescue 
Department has identified the need to construct 
additional fire stations in several presently 
underserved communities.   
 
A master plan for fire station construction is 
being developed to assure levels of service 
standards are attained for existing development 
and as future development occurs.  The master 
plan will identify the communities in which fire 
stations are needed and prioritize 
implementation based on the following risk 
assessment criteria:  Population Density per Square Mile, Firefighter per 1,000 Population, Building 
Density per Square Mile, Annual Incident Volume/Workload Distribution, Response Times 
Compliance, Square Miles Protected, Wildland/Urban Interface Areas, and Staffing Levels. 
 
Policies 

PF-D.1. Locate, staff, and equip fire stations to meet established response times.  Response time 
objectives are based on national standards. Add one minute for turnout time to all 
response time objectives on all incidents. 

• Total response time for deployment and arrival of the first-in engine company for 
fire suppression incidents should be within four minutes 90 percent of the time. 

• Total response time for deployment and arrival of the full first alarm assignment for 
fire suppression incidents should be within eight minutes 90 percent of the time. 

• Total response time for the deployment and arrival of first responder or higher-level 
capability at emergency medical incidents should be within four minutes 90 percent 
of the time. 

• Total response time for deployment and arrival of a unit with advanced life support 
(ALS) capability at emergency medical incidents, where this service is provided by 
the City, should be within eight minutes 90 percent of the time. 

PF-D.2. Deploy to advance life support emergency responses EMS personnel including a 
minimum of two members trained at the emergency medical technician-paramedic level 
and two members trained at the emergency medical technician-basic level arriving on 
scene within the established response time as follows: 

Fire-Rescue Mission Beach Lifeguard Station 
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• Total response time for deployment and arrival of EMS first responder with 
Automatic External Defibrillator (AED) should be within four minutes to 90 percent 
of the incidents; and 

• Total response time for deployment and arrival of EMS for providing advanced life 
support should be within eight minutes to 90 percent of the incidents. 

PF-D.3. Adopt, monitor, and maintain service delivery objectives based on time standards for all 
fire, rescue, emergency response, and lifeguard services. 

PF-D.4. Provide a 3/4-acre fire station site area and allow room for station expansion with 
additional considerations: 

• Consider the inclusion of fire station facilities in villages or development projects as 
an alternative method to the acreage guideline; 

• Acquire adjacent sites that would allow for station expansion as opportunities allow; and 

• Gain greater utility of fire facilities by pursuing joint use opportunities such as 
community meeting rooms or collocating with police, libraries, or parks where 
appropriate. 

PF-D.5. Maintain service levels to meet the demands of continued growth and development, 
tourism, and other events requiring fire-rescue services.  

a. Provide additional response units, and related capital improvements as necessary, 
whenever the yearly emergency incident volume of a single unit providing coverage 
for an area increases to the extent that availability of that unit for additional 
emergency responses and/or non-emergency training and maintenance activities is 
compromised.  An excess of 2,500 responses annually requires analysis to determine 
the need for additional services or facilities. 

PF-D.6. Provide public safety related facilities and services to assure that adequate levels of 
service are provided to existing and future development.  

PF-D.7. Evaluate fire-rescue infrastructure for adherence to public safety standards and 
sustainable development policies (see also Conservation Element, Section A). 

PF-D.8. Invest in technological advances that enhance the City’s ability to deliver emergency 
and fire-rescue services more efficiently and cost-effectively. 

PF-D.9. Provide and maintain a training facility and program to ensure fire-rescue personnel 
are properly trained. 

PF-D.10. Buffer or incorporate design elements to minimize impacts from fire stations to 
adjacent sensitive land uses, when feasible. 

PF-D.11. Space oceanfront seasonal lifeguard towers every 1/10 of a mile or ten towers per mile. 
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E. Police 

Goals 

♦ Safe, peaceful, and orderly communities. 

♦ Police services that respond to community needs, respect individuals, develop partnerships, 
manage emergencies, and apprehend criminals with the highest quality of service. 

Discussion 

The City police services include patrol, traffic, 
investigative, records, laboratory, and support 
services.  The City works toward 
accomplishing its police and public safety 
goals by embracing the Neighborhood 
Policing philosophy and practice.  
Neighborhood Policing requires shared 
responsibility between the City and residents 
in order to address underlying problems 
contributing to crime and the fear of crime.  
The City engages in a problem solving 
partnership with community groups, 
government agencies, private groups, and 
individuals to fight crime and improve the 
quality of life for the residents of San Diego.  The City also strives to reduce crime and the 
perception of safety risks through application of Crime Prevention Through Environmental 
Design (CPTED) concepts to build safer environments (see also Urban Design Element, Policy 
UD-A.17).  

Until the 1980s, the City provided its police services citywide, primarily from a single 
centralized facility.  Several in-house and consultant studies were conducted during the 1970s to 
evaluate the benefits of decentralizing police functions.  As a result of these studies, it was 
determined that several area stations were to be established throughout the City to better serve 
individual communities.  To accomplish this, a twenty-year plan was developed to establish four 
new area police stations (Southeastern, Western, Eastern, and Northeastern), replace the existing 
Southern Division station, construct a new Administrative and Technical Center to replace the 
existing police headquarters, and relocate the Central Division.  Developing needs also led to the 
construction of a Mid-City Division facility and a centralized Traffic Division facility.  

Figure PF-4, Police Facilities, illustrates the location of existing police stations.  
With the exception of the Northern Division area station (circa 1970), all major facilities now 
occupied by City police services were constructed during the twenty-year plan period.

Police Central Division Station


